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Babnich: Interview with Megan Terry

“TURN YOUR HEADLIGHTS ON”:
AN INTERVIEW WITH MEGAN TERRY

Judith Babnich

Wichita State University
In 1969 Jo Ann Schmidman, a young actress, founded a theatre in
Nebraska amid the rolling plains of middle America. She named it the
Omaha Magic Theatre and described it as a place open to everyone. Its
initial goal was to produce four new musicals by untried American
writers and composers each year, and by so doing, to attract new
American playwrights to Omaha. The group assembled by Schmidman
included actors, actresses, directors, writers, and technicians, all devoted
to the process of theatre, all offering a living example of alternative
theatre.
In the twenty years it has been in existence, the Omaha Magic
Theatre has proven to be one of the few working alternative theatres in
this county. Since it
founded, the theatre has been a highly “avantgarde” experimental theatre, a strictly feminist theatre and its present
status a humanist theatre, exploring meaningful social issues.
Regardless of the labels—avant garde, experimental, feminist,
humanist—which Schmidman dislikes, the Magic Theatre is first and
foremost a professional theatre which is driven by a need to produce the
highest quality artistic work and by so doing make their audiences
think. Dedicated to fostering humanism, the Magic Theatre wants to
effect social change and have an impact making the world a better place
to live. While commercial theatre tends to view its audiences in dollar
signs, the Magic Theatre truly cares about the people who attend their
performances and not about how much money
are going to make.
Megan Terry, playwright in residence since 1974, has written the
majority of Magic Theatre plays. Author of over fifty plays, including
one of the first Vietnam plays, Viet Rock, Terry has received all the
major playwrighting awards. She is the recipient of the ABC Yale
University and Guggenheim fellowships and has also been awarded the
silver medal for “Distinguished Contribution to and Service in
American Theatre” by the American Theatre Association. Before
working with the Magic Theatre, Terry worked with the Open Theatre
and the New York Strategy.
She first became acquainted with the Magic Theatre when she met
Schmidman in 1970 at Boston University. Having worked in New York
as a playwright for the Open Theatre, she came to Boston at
request
of the University.
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I was commissioned to go to Boston University to
write the centennial production, and they brought me out
all their star actors., And I said, "No, no. I have
see the
whole school if I’m going to write this play I have in
mind." And I devised a series of group improvisations, and
Jo Ann turned out to be the strongest, most exciting
performer in the whole school And I said, that's the one
I'll write die play around. And they all fainted, because she
had not played a role in a mainstage production, and she
was a senior. I thought it was terrible. What they thought
were their best actors were boring people
me. They were
competent soap type actors, but they were not able
do
anything that I could write, they couldn’t have sustained it.
And the exercise, of course, wasn’t about theatre, it was
about real energy...so the friendship started and that’s what
brought me
Omaha.

The play Terry wrote for the University
the award-winning
Approaching Simone, wherein she chronicled the story of Simone Weil,
the French philosopher-activist-mystic» Her production proved to be
highly successful, winning her an Obie Award for Best Off-Broadway
Play of 1970.
Throughout her career Terry has continued to receive recognition for
her playwrighting» Just recently she was awarded a $20,000 National
Endowment of he Humanities playwrighting fellowship. "It was a great
joy to receive the award. Now the Theatre won't have to pay
a salary.
We can hire more people to help out and more people can realize their
potential. It frees up money." The fellowship assistance also frees up
Terry's time to complete several writing projects she has not had the
time to finish» One of her projects that she was able to complete is her
current play Headlights which was first produced by the Arkansas
Summer Theatre Academy in July of 1988 and,
in April of 1989 at
the Omaha Magic Theatre under tire direction of Schmidman. For the
past few years the company has toured the play throughout tire Midwest.
Still believing that theatre can educate and uplift, Terry has continued to
write plays that have a strong social message. In Headlights she
struggled with he all pervasive problem of illiteracy in this county.
1982 Census Bureau survey revealed that 13% of adults in this country
cannot read. One out of eight American have difficulty reading a street
sign or the label on a medicine bottle. Adding to the problem
the
nearly 49% high school drop out rate which, in many cases, is directly
related to problems of literacy.
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Alarmed by these frightening statistics, Terry chose to illuminate
the problem in a challenging, optimistic way. In addition to
investigating the problems of the illiterate, the play also helped “the
audience relive the experience of learning how to read.”
Through song, dance and narration, Terry’s play tells the story of a
group of characters, ranging in age
teenagers to grandparents, who
are all unwilling to come to grips with their reading problems. All
encounter embarrassing situations over their inability to read. Fifteen
year old Matt is unable to quit high school to work in a motorcycle
plant because he can’t read the job application form. Songwriter Hilary,
hoping to find fame in
ends up in Omaha because she can’t read
a map. Salesman Eddie is powerless to help his little daughter pass
second grade reading because he can’t read himself. By the end of the
play, all three characters became involved in literacy programs where
they learn to turn their “headlights on through the warmth and
dedication of a volunteer teacher who works “one on one” with each of
them.
This past January the company performed Headlights at Wichita
State University. During their stay on campus, I interviewed Megan
Terry. The following are portions of my January 26, 1990 interview
with Terry.

BABNICH: The first production of Headlights was staged by The
Arkansas Children’s Theatre under the direction of Bradley Anderson.
How did that production come about?
TERRY: He called me up.

BABNICH: Did he know who you were? Your work?
TERRY: No. He found an ad that we placed in Theatre For Youth
Today, a periodical that serves the youth theatre movement in America.
It’s tied up with the International Theatre Association for Young People.
I’ve been invited to speak at their conventions and I’m on their board of
directors. But anyway, our theatre took an ad in that magazine about
some of our youth plays Dinner's in the Blender and Sleazing Toward
Athens. Bradley saw that ad and he asked me if any of my playwrighting
friends would want to write a play on literacy because Southwestern Bell
was putting up $4,000 to commission a play on the subject. I
immediately said I was interested. I said yes before I knew how much
money was involved. I had been thinking about the subject anyway.
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BABNICH: Prior to the call?

TERRY: Yes. It was certainly in the air. Some students coming
to our theatre as young interns have grave difficulty in reading and
writing. They can’t read maps, that’s why Hilary in the play ends up in
Omaha when she thinks she’s going to Denver because she can’t read
maps and she can’t read road signs.

BABNICH: I can’t read maps.
TERRY: So, you know. I found out I had to navigate on tour
because I was getting so frustrated and angry because whoever was
driving was getting us lost and you know how much time that adds to a
trip. So I just had to start teaching map reading and do it myself until we
got enough people who could. So the problem of illiteracy has been on
my mind for many, many years. The play is also a celebration of my
grandmother’s spirit. She was a volunteer teacher. It was through her
that I became fascinated by the volunteers, the people who give of their
time to teach one on
They’re all a great variety of people and they
do it for many reasons but they get a great deal back, especially spiritual.
Their spiritual bank gets filled when they work this
Great and deep
friendships develop through being a volunteer tutor in a literacy
from
.
BABNICH: What was your grandmother like?

TERRY: Mary Jane Henry was a fantastic teacher and she was
also the town midwife and doctor. Everyone went to her. They went to
Mrs. Henry when they needed advice, when they needed to give birth,
when they were ill. She also taught in the school. She had all ages in
one room.
BABNICH: Was she a trained doctor?

TERRY: No. She learned all of this on her own. She had no
more education than anyone else. Her schooling ended at age eighteen,
but she was just brilliant. She was working in this coal mining town
where it was full of people
Eastern Europe, Czechs, Hungarians,
Romanians, Greeks, Yugoslavians, and Polish. None of these people
could speak English. The coal companies encouraged families to send
their children into the mines at the age of eight and nine. They would
take the boys and this just tore my grandmother apart. So she decided the
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best way to help the children continue their education was to teach the
parents English. So she would work with the mothers teaching them
English while she was also teaching their children in school as a way to
keep the kids in school and progressing. One of her students, that she
was very proud of, became an Attorney General of the United States. If it
wasn’t for my grandmother, he would have gone into the mines and
never been heard of again. So I grew up hearing all these stories.
BABNICH: So the problem of illiteracy is a subject that your
grandmother first acquainted you with?

TERRY: Right, and also I had my degree in education. I’ve
always been interested in the struggle.
Your degree is in education and not theatre?
TERRY: That’s right. I graduated from the University of
Washington, Seattle. I went there and then I went up to Canada for a
couple of years and went to the University of Alberta in the School of
Fine Arts. But I came back and finished at the University of
Washington. To get a degree in education
had to go five years.
BABNICH: Why didn’t you major in theatre?

TERRY: I didn’t respect the theatre department at the time that I
was at that school. I had practically been raised at the Seattle Repertory
Playhouse so I had been in professional theatre from an early age. When
I was seven I saw an incredible production of a play for children that I
totally fell in love with theatre and never looked back. When I was a
teenager, I scratched on the door until they let me in. And I learned
much from these people that by the time I got to college, they looked
like kindergartners to me. Every minute that I wasn’t at the University I
was over at the Playhouse. The theatre was headed by a woman director,
Florence Dean James, and her husband who was the leading actor in the
company, Burton James. They were two of the most generous, talented,
far-seeing, educated, civilized human beings I’ve ever met in my life.
And from them I got a tutorial education in the Greeks, in Shakespeare,
the Scandinavians, and the Russian playwrights and designers. They
turned me on to directors such as Meyerhold and to the great
constructivest designers. So here I am fifteen years old studying
constructivism that’s only now coming into people consciousness.
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BABNICH: But you still got your degree in education.

TERRY: To quiet my families fears.

BABNICH: Elementary ed?
TERRY: Yes. Third grade. I did my student teaching with third
graders. It was a riot.
BABNICH: I bet you were a lively teacher.

TERRY: I was so in love with my students and they fell in love
with me. I couldn’t bear teaching third grade because I didn’t want to
send them on to the next year.
BABNICH: So

flunked them all.

TERRY: Oh, I couldn’t stand the idea of loosing my children
every year. The practice teaching, which I got A+ for and a superior
rating and all kinds of awards, showed me that I emotionally couldn’t
bear That’s why I’ve always loved being in a theatre company and
being with people year after year. It satisfies my emotional needs and my
intellectual needs. I come from a huge family and theatre gives you the
chance to recreate the family in your own image. Keep the idea of the
extended family going. My mother was the youngest of thirteen. And her
mother was the eldest of thirteen. On my father’s side, my grandfather
was one of sixteen. So you can imagine our family reunions were out of
this world. We had to rent a giant community hall to be all together.
And they are all musical and great storytellers from the Irish tradition.
So I grew up being totally entertained all the time and I want to keep
going.

BABNICH: Getting back to Headlights and how the play evolved,
what happened after
agreed to write the play?
TERRY: I started doing formal research by first contacting the
Literary
BABNICH: How were you able to do that?
TERRY: The wife of one of our Omaha cast members, Marge
Farmer,
a great teacher of reading. She’s in demand all over this
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continent and South America. She's always flying somewhere to teach
other teachers how to teach readings especially in tine Hispanic world.
She helped me deal with the Literacy Council. I also called my friend
Phyllis Jane Rose, the former artistic director of Foot of the Mountain
in Minneapolis and she did field research for me in Minneapolis. The
whole theatre company pins Bradley Anderson went out with tape
recorders in Arkansas and interviewed people who had been through the
literacy program, the students and the teachers. So I have all these
wonderful tapes to base the play on. The one scene in the play where the
father tries to romance the teacher to get her to pass his daughter really is
my father's story.

BABNICH: Your dad did that?
TERRY: My second grade teacher was gonna fail me because of
poor reading skills» I was the top reader in tine first grade» In the second
grade, for some reason, I had a personality conflict with the teacher» I
was in the top reading group called the Stars or the Bluebirds or
something like that» It was the beginning of (fee school year»»»!'!! never
forget this» I can see the page of tine book, everything» There's a picture
of a mother walking with her two children and the title of the story
began with a66W"» I knew the work "Motiner", but I didn't know the first
word» I went up to tine desk and pointed to this first work asking the
second grade teacher what it was and she said, "Go back to your seat»
You sound that word out yourself»" The only word that I knew that
began with a "W" that was that long was "window"» I thought, "If she
calls on me, what am I going to say?" And of course she knew I didn't
know the word» So when it came time for reading session she called on
me» I'll never forget» I was red in the face» My body was in a
sweat»
I put my hand in a fist and filled my pencil teay with sweat from my
hands» I had a total panic attack»

BABNICH:

young to have your first panic attack»

TERRY: Seven years old. Terrible. Gee whiz. So of course the
only thing I could croak out was "Window Mother" and everybody
laughed. She just points, "Go immediately to he Busy Bees. Your seat
changed." I went from tine first seat in he room to he last seat in
room. Total humiliation. Total.
BABNICH:

So your dad came in?

Published by eGrove, 1992
t the

total

7
t

Studies in English, New Series, Vol. 10 [1992], Art. 23

198

INTERVIEW WITH MEGAN TERRY

TERRY: She threatened to fail me and my father, who is just an
incredible guy, women would just faint at the sight of him, tried to
romance the teacher to get me through.

BABNICH: And you go through?
TERRY: I passed, thanks to my dad.
did

BABNICH: So after you’ve gathered all this information, then
go to Arkansas?

TERRY: No. They mailed me up the tapes and I interviewed
people here. And of course I interviewed myself and all my family. I
have so many teachers in my
I just had huge resources, plus we
had very intelligent creative people here in Omaha. I had several
Humanities Scholars to consult with. I’m still working with the
Humanities Scholars. They will now give more feed back from the
finished script and the production and there will probably be revisions.
It’s a continually evolving process to create the script. Adding and
subtracting new materials, as you learn more.

BABNICH: Did you go to Arkansas at all?
TERRY: No. But I was in constant communication and they
mailed me boxes of tapes.
BABNICH: Did you go down for the production?

TERRY: No, because we were doing our own production here, so
I didn’t get to see their production. I do know that they used all the
children in their academy ranging in age from seven to older teens and
they also used their faculty and their permanent company as the adults. I
wanted to write a piece that could use up forty-five children that they
were working with through the summer in their acting program. They
have an institute, an acting institute for young people at the Arkansas
Childrens Theatre, which is under the umbrella of the Arkansas Arts
Center. And they have composers there. Their set design was very
fascinating. They built a gigantic skating ramp. The kids could roller
skate and ride their bikes on it and skateboard. I designed the play to use
elements of performing art and to also make it possible for a whole
community to put on the play. The play is quite versatile. I wanted to
write it to appeal to all age groups.
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BABNICH: So it’s not a children’s play.
TERRY: No. Well what is a children’s play? I don’t know what a
children’s play is. It’s a play about literacy and all ages can be in it if
they want to. Or adults can play the kids. You can do it in many
different styles. You could do it totally without props. You could do it
in total naturalism. You could do it in the Omaha Magic Theatre style
“on-beyond-zebra,” the way Jo
did.

BABNICH: On-beyond-zebra. Can you define what that is?
TERRY: Well just on-beyond-zebra. It’s the way Jo Ann directs.
She is able to inspire the designers,
composers and
actors to push
beyond what their normal mode of expression would be. So when all of
this comes together, it’s a hybrid. It’s a new kind of thing.

BABNICH: Where does the word zebra come from?

TERRY: The word “z”. You know in those ABC books, and
then the last word is usually zebra. So when you get to the end of the
possibilities there is still a step
did

BABNICH: Moving to the area of theme, what ideas or messages
want to get across to the audience?

TERRY: The basic idea, basic motivation that gave me the
energy to write the play is the worry and compassion for people who
can’t read. The quest for finding answers to life’s questions of “Who am
I?” “What am I doing here?” much harder for someone who can’t read.
People who can read have access to the great minds of the past, through
their account or their diaries, their books, their novels or anything
collected and saved for us through
generations. To have access to this
information aids the quest for the self. To be able to commune with
yourself, to deal with yourself in this world as you find it. To have that
interrupted, or blighted or stopped, it seems to me a pity, a great loss, a
tragedy. A tragedy because
arrived here with a bundle of possibilities
and if you don’t have the tools to unlock the possibilities of your own
mind what do you do? You may end up going around and around in a
maze.
I believe that human beings have a basic drive to be good and
to contribute to other human beings. We seem to be quite social animals
who, for the most part, derive great pleasure from inner action with other
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human beings and contributing to the welfare of the community.
Certainly we have some negative fringe elements that pop up here and
there. For fifteen years, we’ve played prisons and I’ve met these so called
“fringe elements” and I find 99 percent of them have a drive toward
goodness and wanting to get better and contribute to culture. So if you
are illiterate, even though you have an incredibly high I.Q., you are
closed off
all the possibilities of civilization as being human. Your
growth is stunted, and that’s a tragedy to me. But that’s what gave me
the driving energy to complete the project. I have seventeen projects I’m
working on right now. I completed this one because the idea of being
able to help people out of that kind of darkness, through writing a play
that may stimulate them to seek help through illiteracy councils or on
their own, however that may be, seemed to me a worthwhile thing to do.
Plus it was a chance to examine what is this thing that we take for
granted, this ability to read and write.

BABNICH: And we do.

TERRY: When I was teaching in the little grades, I saw the
struggle. One of the greatest struggles a human being goes through, at
the age of five, six and seven, learning to read and
It takes great
effort, application. It’s a fascinating struggle. During the final scene of
the play I address this issue by equating books with boulders.
BABNICH: Can you explain that?

TERRY: The struggle to learn to read and write like trying to
push a boulder that outweighs you a hundred fold, up a
But when
you break through the code and begin to understand then the boulder
carries you. Once you can read, you’re not confined. Your mind can
travel anywhere. You can go anywhere. Even if you’re in prison, you
can go anywhere. A woman who came to one of our shows works in a
rest home. She said of the eighty-seven people there, only two read still.
One ninety-four and the other one in her eighties or something. She
said, “Those people aren’t in a rest home. They take their books and they
travel out of there every single day. And they go anywhere they want,
backward and forward in time. Into the future,
a romance. They have
adventures because the other people who either never could read or have
stopped reading or have forgotten how to read are like vegetables and are
depressed. They have lost their freedom.” One of my basic interests ever
since I was a child is an interest in freedom, and that’s why I love this
country, and our constitution. And I like to reiterate the idea of what our
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rights are, and our blessings and then what we owe one another. The idea
of loosing your freedom and not even ever knowing it a tragedy.
Another theme I wanted to pursue in the play was to celebrate the
volunteer, the one who gives of her or his time to help another person
out of this cage that they’re in. I think these are unsung heroes and they
deserve praise and thanks from the community at large. Forty-nine
percent of our young people are dropping out of school between
kindergarten and twelfth grade. No wonder we’re having economic
difficulties in the world. As anyone who pays casual attention to
television and newspapers realizes, the Germans and the Japanese are
beating
to death economically around the world. If we’re gonna
compete and even hold our own, we must be an educated populas. We
must have people who can read and write and communicate with another.
Not just English. We have to know
nuances of other cultures and we
have got to know their languages. Otherwise we’re gonna sink right
and become the fourth world.
BABNICH: The

world? What do

TERRY: This idea of America becoming the fourth rate power
does not set well with me. Coming from a pioneer culture, I have a very
competitive spirit. My people had to be competitive to have made it
from the old country to America in difficult times, to establish
themselves, to push forward. They even went from the east coast to
west coast in wagon trains. But coming out of that culture, I have also
lived through the times when America was born at the height of the
depression. People were living on the beaches in shacks and huts and
cardboard boxes. I remember it vividly. Then the war came and the
mobilization. All the men in our family and all the men in our
neighborhood were going to war. I’ve seen America become the first rate
power of the world and now have lived long enough to see it beginning
to fail and fall and falter. I don’t like that at all. I love competition. I
love sport. I love all my playwrighting friends who keep writing so well
it stimulates me to keep writing...trying to write at the top of my
personal best. I feel that I should make a contribution to this country. It
is like a patriotic act to do this play and work on it and show it as many
places as we can. I
hundreds of plays will be written on this subject
from many different angles, points of view, styles. Our small theatre
company cannot make that much of a dent. I We need many theatre
companies doing this work and we need to give support to the literacy
councils and to other people struggling. We need to support the people
who want to learn to read, and want to join the rest of us and be
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interactive and productive citizens. But also for the joy of knowing
people
the past. The great thing about libraries is you may not get
along in your immediate vicinity buy you can find someone who lived
in another century that you might click with. One of the cast members
during our early workshops commented that some of their best friends
are dead. They are authors of books they love. But they are speaking to
us now. We’re all contemporaries as long as we can access each others
minds. So it’s not lost. You know
old thought of “those who do not
study history are condemned to repeat ”, goes for personal things too.
The ability to read doesn’t mean that everybody has to become an
Einstein or a Gertrude Stein, but that you can just get along with
yourself and your family. Reading enhances and enriches your life in
general in so many areas.

BABNICH: But there are a lot of people who can read, and just
don’t. That’s a problem also.
TERRY: As Mark Twain put it, “The man who doesn’t read good
has no advantage over the
who can’t read.”

BABNICH: Many teachers have this problem with their students.
They prefer to watch videos and tv. rather than read.
TERRY: The path of life is also an anathema to me. I think that’s
why I love theatre because it’s about action. About taking action,
solving problems. We need to educate our people to the joys of some
problem solving. It is fun to solve a problem, and theatre is constant
problem solving. I think that a lot of people don’t realize that that’s
of the great benefits of self education that you get from being in
It teaches
to make decisions, to solve problems, to make choices.
BABNICH: To be on time. The show must go

TERRY: Right. Good work habits. Inner action. Working at
group bonding. It is a marvelous thing for women to get those skills.
Men have it easily in sport. Women have been held back because they
haven’t had that early training in group bonding and group work, inner
action and inner dependence. And the support, and the warmth and
affection that you get from working in that group and the struggles too.
But it’s a wonderful part of
It’s an extra. Theatre usually thought
of in asthetic terms or art terms or entertainment terms but they don’t
consider the
inner active part of the theatre.
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BABNICH: I think that’s a reason why a lot of people are
involved in theatre.

TERRY: It’s a wonderful structure for people who are shy to enter
into a group. It’s a great way to be a contributing member of a culture as
well as developing ones art and asthetic skills. And that’s that basic part
of theatre that really feeds me and keeps me in it. I think that creativity
could be channeled into any art form or scientific form, or political form.
But what I love about theatre is the social aspect. I also love the
spiritual part of it. I see rehearsal as a spiritual practice because of the
repetitiveness of devotion that it requires. The honesty, the constantly
bearing your soul and sharing your inner most feelings and thoughts and
who you are with the audience is a spiritual practice, both in the acting
concept and the writing part of it. It really deeply satisfies me. First of
all, I think the church just deals with one aspect of a human being.
Theatre deals with all aspects of the possibilities of being human.
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